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Introduction

This essay investigates the relationship between the flying saucerwithin post-war American
popular culture and narratives of home, technology, and authority. As an object embodying
a specific cultural moment, the flying saucer became a nodal point, a discursive centre, where
discussion of aesthetics, power and modemity came together, projected into the minds of
Americansvia print media, advertisements, songsand material culture. As an alternative focal
point of post-war culture to the atomic bomb, blue suede shoes or Marilyn Monroe, the flying
saucer was a bright lightcast against darkening skies, revealing an American audience look-
ing optimistically towards a utopian future and guardedly back at the massive destruction
of twentieth-century global conflict. As a ‘monster, this symbol of modernity possessed a
certain plasticity of identity, evoking variously and non-linearly feelings of fear and fascina-
tion, even playfulness. As an historical object, assessed in relation to technological and social
change, the flying saucer eventually became thoroughly domesticated and acclimated within
American society. Between Kenneth Armnold's sighting which sparked national interest in the
phenomenon on 24 June 1947 and the launch of Sputnik | on 4 October 1957, over 5,000
flying saucer observations were reported to the United States Air Force (USAF).In 1950, five
or six sightings per day were logged,’ before spiking in 1952, when more flying saucerswere
spotted‘than at any time since the initial flood'in 1947, totalling 1,700.2 Reports became more
sporadic in 1953 when only 429 sightings were received, subsequently declining further to
‘hardly more than atrickle”® Sputnik’s launch saw the flying saucer eclipsed to a degree as
the generational other, taking its place within a genealogy of historical threats from above.,

Historiography

The flying saucer has most often been viewed from its role in science fiction and cinema.
Works such as M. Keith Booker's Alternative Americas: Science Fiction and American Culture
(2006)* and Mark Jancovich's essay'Re-Examining the 1950s Invasion Narrative'(1996)° have
impressively covered the issue. Less well-considered has been the way popular non-fic-
tional accounts of the phenomenon of the flying saucer questioned official, institutional and
scientific explanations, inviting readers to participate in the debate, subverting accepted
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